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ABSTRACT

Identity is the individual’s psychological relationship to particular social cate-
gory systems.This chapter summarizes how people create andnegotiate their
gender, racial, ethnic, sexual, and class identities. Theories, methods, and
priorities in each of thesecontent areasdiffer. However, each systematically
excludes particular research participants and thus ignores the complexity of
people’s multiple social identities. Researchsuggeststhat gender, racial,ethnic,
sexual, and class identities are fluid, multidimensional, personalized social
constructions that reflect the individual’s current context and sociohistorical
cohort. However, far too li ttle empirical work captures the richly textured,
theoretical conceptions of identity development, maintenance, and change.
Innovativemethodsfor assessingthecontent andstructureof people’s identities
now exist. Future research should includegroups other than young children or
collegestudents;shouldexplorefunctionsof identity otherthan just self-esteem,
adjustment, or well-being;and should implementmethodologies that arelongi-
tudinal andthat assesspeople’s manysocial identities.
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INTRODUCTION

This chaptersummarizeshow peoplecreateandnegotiatetheir gender,racial,
ethnic,sexual,andclassidentities. Identity is the individual’s psychological
relationshipto thesesocialcategorysystems (Sherif 1982).Identity is a uni-
fied,  purposeful  aspect  ofself  andhence  is  onlypart of the self-concept
(McAdams1995).Identity is alsothe term mostoften invokedby thosewho
struggleto createmeaningandpurposewhenculturally significant,ideologi-
cally  powerful  social  categorysystems  clashwith personaland collective
group memberexperiences (Tajfel1978).

New in thestudyof identity is anemergingwillingnessby psychologiststo
emphasizein their empiricalwork the cultural categoriesthat matter,i.e. the
ones thatwe allpayattention to in ourdaily lives(e.g.Deauxet al1995). Also
new is a concomitantwilli ngnessto attendto the personalmeaningsof these
culturally weightedcategories,to understandhow thesemeaningsreflecthis-
torical eventsand cultural codes,and to study how thesemeaningsinteract
with specificsituations for individuals (e.g.Hurtadoet al 1994,Kitzinger &
Wilki nson 1995, Stewart& Ostrove1993, Waters1994). Also new is the
empowerment  ofdisenfranchised  categorymembers;by writing  about the
diverseexperiencesof being“Other,” they translatetheseexperiencesinto a
new inclusiveparadigm(Trickettetal 1994).

By putting the gender,racial, ethnic,sexual,andclassidentity literatures
togetherin a singlereview,I hopethat thetheories,methods,andprioritiesof
each areamight inform theothers.Thereviewis necessarilyeclectic.Previous
AnnualReviewof Psychologychapterssupplementthematerialpresented here
(Banaji & Prentice1994, Porter& Washington 1993, Shweder& Sullivan
1993,Waters& Eschbach1995).

GENDERIDENTITIES

While genderidentity alwaysinvolvesan individual’s relationshipto gender
asa socialcategory,it carriesa differentspin in eachof psychology’s subspe-
ciality literatures.Traditionally, genderidentity fell into the domainof medi-
cine;it referredto theindividual’s psychologicalsenseof beingmaleor female
(exactdefinitionsvary; seeFagot& Leinbach1985,Money 1994).This par-
ticular constructis usefulfor studying theorigin of genderidentity. Research
assessesthe psychologicalgenderof childrenwho areborn with inconsistent
biologicalsex markersand then assigned to themale or femalecategory. Early
work suggestedthat the child’s sexof assignmentor rearingenvironmentis
themostpotentpredictorof genderidentity andthatthisgenderidentity cannot
be easilychangedafter the ageof two anda half (Money & Ehrhardt1972).
Two observations challengedthis conclusion. The well-known MZ twin—a
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biologicalmalewith a masculinepatternof prenatalhormoneswho wasacci-
dentallycastratedat birth, wasassignedthefemalegenderrole,andexhibited
“perfect” childhoodfemininity—beganto questionhergenderidentity during
adolescence(Diamond1982). In the Dominican Republic, 16 of 18 genetic
males—assignedthefemalegenderrole at birth becauseof their feminine-ap-
pearingexternalgenitalia—adopted a male genderidentity at pubertywhen
testosteronemasculinizedtheir externalgenitalia (Imperato-McGinleyet al
1979).Theoristsandresearchersnowacknowledgethatbiologydoesinfluence
thegenderidentity process(minimally, by makinga particularbodyfor which
cultures  haveexpectations), and  they  attribute  more  plasticity  to  people’s
gender identities (Bem1993,Herdt 1990).

In themodernpsychiatricandclinical psychologyliterature,genderidentity
first  appearedwith the publication of the third Diagnostic and  Statistical
Manual in l980.Today,genderidentity disordersarecharacterizedby “strong
andpersistentcross-genderidentification accompaniedby persistentdiscom-
fort with one’s assignedsex” (AmericanPsychiatricAssociation1994,p. 493).
Three diagnosesare possible:genderidentity disorder in children, gender
identity disorder in adolescentsor adults,and genderidentity disordernot
otherwisespecified.Peoplewith inconsistentbiological sexmarkers(e.g.an-
drogeninsensitivity syndrome,congenitaladrenalhyperplasia)arelimited to
the lastdiagnosis.Thefirst two differ only by theageof the individual. Boys
aremore likely thangirls to be referredfor psychiatrichelp (5:1), andmost
childrenwith a childhooddiagnosisdo not carryit to adulthood. Althoughthe
DSM-IVmanualstatesthatno genderidentity disordertestexists(pp.537–38
for diagnostic criteria), the literature  doesoffer a 12-item genderidentity
interview for children (Zucker et al 1993a),the FeminineGenderIdentity
Scalefor adult men (Freundet al 1974),and the MasculineGenderIdentity
Scalefor adultwomen(Blanchard& Freund1983).Reviewsof sexreassign-
mentsurgeryoutcomesareavailable(Green& Fleming1990),asaresocial
critiquesof the medicalestablishment’s insistenceon the genderdichotomy
(Eichler1983).Behaviorchangeprogramsfor diagnosedchildrenmayrelieve
a child’s personaldistressfrom socialostracism(Green1987),but they also
enforcegenderconformity (Bem 1993).Boys with a childhooddiagnosisare
morelikely to reporta homosexualor bisexualorientationin adulthoodthan
controls(Bailey & Zucker1995,Green1987),they may be morephysically
attractive(Greenet al 1985, Zucker et al 1993b),and they may havemore
malesiblings anda later birth order(Blanchardet al 1995).In all this work,
diagnosticandassessmentadvancesfar exceedthosein researchetiology and
treatmentoutcomestudies.

In the developmental literature,psychologists focus on the usualpath by
which children becomepsychologicalmales and females.With respectto
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gender identity, Lawrence Kohlberg remains the most influential theorist
(Maccoby1990).He definesgenderidentity asthe“cognitive self-categoriza-
tion as ‘boy’ or ‘girl ’” (Kohlberg 1966, p. 88) and proposesa three-step
acquisitionprocess:First, the child learnsto label the self and othersaccu-
rately (genderidentity); second,the child learnsthat boys becomemen and
girls becomewomen(genderstability); andfinally, thechild learnsthatbeing
maleor femaleis permanentandnot changedby culturalgendercues(gender
constancy).Unfortunately,his useof the term genderidentity is ambiguous
(Fagot& Leinbach 1985). Otherssuggestthatchildren’s genderunderstanding
includesfour tasks:identifying the self and otherscorrectly (labeling), then
understandingthat identity continuesover time (stability) andthat identity is
not changed by wishes (motive), and finally recognizing identity’s permanence
despitehairstyleor clothingchanges(constancy) (Eaton& Von Bargen 1981).
Considerableresearchsupportseither developmentalsequence,althoughre-
ported age rangesvary enormously (Huston 1983). Critiquesof constancy
measuresexist: The interview questions areopento multiple interpretations;
the child’s abilit y to conserve is notalways tested (i.e. they never see apercep-
tual transformation); the pictorial stimuli are often schematicdrawings and
hence artifi cial; and, perhaps most importantly, biological knowledge(pre-
sumably,the essenceon which constancyis based)is simply not assessed
(Bem 1989,Martin & Halverson1983).SandraBem (l989) proposeda new
measurethat usesphotographsof real children to pit biological sex against
cultural gender,and she found that much youngerchildren (40% of three-,
four-, andfive-year-olds)aregender constant, but only if they know thatgenita-
lia arethe defining attributesof maleandfemale.Although genderinference
tasksdifferentially challengechildren’s competence (Gelmanet al1986),chil-
dren are also morecompetentthantypical constancyprocedures suggest.

Genderconstancy,while only onecomponentof genderidentity, is a focus
in the literaturebecauseKohlberg(l966) proposesthatchildrenusegenderto
organizetheir behaviorsonly when they are “categoricallycertainof its un-
changeability” (p.95). In contrast,Huston(l983) foundgenderconstancyto be
remarkablyindependentof othercomponentsof gender-relatedbehaviors,and
recentresearchconcurs.Genderconstancy is unrelated to sex-typed toy choice
(Carter& Levy 1988,Downs& Langlois 1988,Emmerich& Shepard1984,
Levy & Carter1989,Lobel & Menashri1993;for exceptions,seeStangor&
Ruble 1989), to the imitation of samegendermodels (Bussey& Bandura
1984), to the correctattributions of stereotypesto male and female figures
(Levy & Carter1989),to measuresof genderschematicprocessing(Levy &
Carter1989),to attitudestowardboysandgirls (Yee& Brown 1994),andto
genderdiscrimination in reward allocation (Yee & Brown 1994). Perhaps
constancy measures are faulty (Bem 1989). Perhaps  a  weaker  versionof
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Kohlberg’s hypothesisis moreappropriate(Maccoby1990,Stangor& Ruble
1987) andin line with gender schematheories.Or perhaps gender isa multidi-
mensionalconstructin children’s development,andgender-relatedcognitions
andbehaviorsdo not alwaysgo together(Downs& Langlois1988,Hort et al
1991,Huston1983).Thelatterview is supportedby thework of BeverlyFagot
and Mary Leinbach,who focus on genderlabeling rather than on gender
constancy(Leinbach& Fagot1986). Boys and girls who passtheir gender
labeling test aremore likely to play with same-sexpeers;girls who usethe
labelsaccuratelyarelessaggressivethangirls who hadnot yet masteredthe
labels(Fagotet al 1986).Labelersaremoreknowledgeableaboutsexstereo-
types;they exhibit moresex-typedbehaviorat 27 months; their parentsgive
them more positive and negativefeedbackto sex-typedtoy play; and their
parentshavemore traditionalattitudestowardwomen,sexuality,and family
roles (Fagot & Leinbach1989, Fagot et al 1992). Theseresultssuggesta
certain coherence among environmentalinputs(parents),genderlabeling, gen-
der knowledge,and genderbehaviors,but longitudinal and cross-sectional
studiesalsounderscorethemultidimensional natureof genderanda complex
pattern indevelopment.

After earlychildhood,genderidentity developmentalmostdisappearsfrom
the developmental literature,with two exceptions.Phyllis Katz (l986) pro-
poseda model of genderidentity developmentwith four milestone events:
genderlabeling,genderconstancy,sexualgender(puberty),andreproductive
gender(adulthood).Here,genderidentity is the individual’s “internal aware-
nessand experienceof gender” (p. 25). No one has testedthe model, but
Katz’s suggestion that milestone eventsrequireelaborationsand changesof
the individual’s genderidentity is worth pursuing.Researchersalsoexamine
theinfluenceof genderon identity within Erik Erikson’s developmental theory
(l968) asoperationalizedby JohnMarcia(l980).Fewgenderdifferencesexist
with respectto ego identity status,identity formation (e.g. timing or salient
domains),or identity meaning,but womenare lesslikely than men to exhibit a
sequentialidentity-intimacypattern,andwomenmaybemorematurein inter-
personaldomains (Marciaet al 1993).Relatedwork considersthe importance
of identity statusesduring women’s adulthood(Josselson1987)anddemon-
strateshow sociohistorical eventsmediatethe relation betweenego identity
and outcomesfor women(Helsonet al1995).

Theliteraturein socialandpersonalitypsychologyis heavilyinfluencedby
the failure of the genderdifferencesandthe gender-as-a-personality-variable
paradigmsto explain allgender-relatedphenomena. Genderis nowunderstood
as a social category(Deaux& Major 1987),and genderidentity hasfinally
emergedasa constructof interest.JanetSpence(l985) definesgenderidentity
as a “fundamentalexistential senseof one’s malenessor femaleness”and a
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“primitiv e, unarticulatedconceptof self, initially laid down at an essentially
preverbalstageof developmentandmaintainedat anunverbalizedlevel” (pp.
79–80).Genderidentity guidesthe early acquisition of gender-congruentbe-
haviors,but onceestablished,it is simply protectedby doing enoughof your
own sex’s stuff. Thus, genderedtraits, attributes,values, interests,preferences,
and behaviors hang together with the weakest of glues (Spence 1993).
Spence’s modelis consistentwith the litter of BSRI andPAQ studies(for an
alternativeperspective,seeFrable1989). It may also be consistentwith the
developmentalliterature’s hint thatvery youngchildrenare ofparticularinter-
est in studyinggenderacquisition. What is lessclear is how to measurethis
primitive, unarticulatedsenseof self and what hypothesesshould then be
tested.

A seconddefinition of genderidentity alsosuggeststhat theself-systemis
an essential construct for studying individual gender psychology (Sherif
1982).RichardAshmore(l990) definesgenderidentity as“the structuredset
of gendered personalidentities thatresultswhenthe individual takes thesocial
constructionof genderandthebiological ‘facts’ of sexandincorporatesthem
into an overall self-concept”(p. 512). Genderidentity includespersonaland
socialattributes,socialrelationships,interestsandabilities,symbolicandsty-
listic behaviors,and biological/physical/material attributes.An individual’s
genderidentity is separatefrom hisor hersexstereotypesandgenderattitudes.
Ashmore’s modelis particularlyusefulin delineatingall possiblecomponents
of theindividual’s genderpsychology. Moreover,relationsamongmanycom-
ponentscan be studiedvia currentlyexisting measures oftraits,behaviors, and
ideology.New measuresneedto becreated,andrelationsamongcomponents
must  beassessed.The model  doesnot clearly specify which components
shouldberelatedandwhy. Theusefulnessof thegendermultiplicity modelis
seeneasily in the empirical work of Richard Koestnerand JenniferAube
(l995).

Threeothernotionsof genderidentity exist in socialpsychology.First, for
social identity theorists (Tajfel & Turner 1979, Turner et al 1987), gender
identity is men’s and women’s awarenessof and feelings for their gender
category.Gurin & Townsend(l986) measuredthreepropertiesof women’s
genderidentity and  showed  that  eachproperty  has  adifferent  relation  to
genderideology (Gurin & Markus 1989). Other researchersfocus on how
contextmakesgendercategoriessalient,increasesgenderidentification, and
may lead to traditional attitudesand behaviors(Abrams et al 1985, 1990).
Second,for symbolic interactionists(McCall & Simmons1966;Stryker1980,
l987), genderidentity refersto people’s self-conceptionsthatarebasedon the
particulargenderrolesthey play. Recentwork suggestsfew differenceswith
respectto thesegenderidentities(Thoits 1995; for anotherview, seeSimon
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1992).Otherwork proposesan innovative methodology for assessinggender
identity (Burke & Tully 1977). Finally, for social constructionists, gender
identity is createdfrom structured,social constraints. Robin Leidner (l991)
showedhow distinct genderidentities are createdin two interactiveservice
jobs that requirethe exactsameskills but havedifferent training emphases.
RobinEly (l995) demonstratedhow thenumberof “allowable” genderidenti-
ties for junior womenin law firms varieswith the numberof seniorfemale
partners present.

In all of psychology’s subspeciality literatures(e.g.clinical, developmental,
social-personality), theacquisition of genderidentity is relatively freeof per-
sonalconflict (for an exception,seeFrey & Ruble 1992).Someindividuals,
however,rejecttheexistingsocialcategorysystemof gender,chooseto revise
their relationshipto it, and in essenceredefinetheir genderidentity. Two
modelsof this revision processexist: One describesthe developmentof a
feminist identity (Downing& Roush1985;for measures,seeBargad& Hyde
1991, Rickard 1987; for validity, see Henderson-King & Stewart 1994,
Rickard1990),the otherdescribesmoving from externalgenderstandardsto
internalones (Ossana etal 1992).

RACIAL AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES

The racial andethnicdemographicsof the United Statesareshifting rapidly.
According tothe USBureau ofthe Census (1996),by 2050,theUSpopulation
will be 53% EuropeanAmerican,25% Hispanicor Latino American(Mexi-
can,PuertoRican,Cuban,CentralandSouthAmerican),14%African Ameri-
can (African-Caribbean,African immigrant), 8% Asian American(Chinese,
Japanese,Korean,Vietnamese,Cambodian, Thai, Filipino), and 1% Native
American(Cherokee,Navajo,Sioux,Chippewa,Aleuts,Inuit). Currentvalues
are 74, 10, 12, 3, and 1, respectively(US Bureauof the Census1996). In
addition,althoughnot evidentin theCensus,a growingportionof thepopula-
tion classifythemselvesasbiracial or biethnic(Root 1992).The assimilation
or melting pot metaphorof US immigration is passé,replacedby theimageof
a multicultural “saladbowl” in which peopleareat leastbiculturally compe-
tent(Cross1991,Harrisonet al 1990,LaFromboise,Coleman& Gerton1993,
Phinney& Rotheram1987,Ramirez1983).In this new emphasison human
diversity, one of the unifying conceptsis that of identity (Sampson1993,
Trickettet al 1994).

Race is usedby social scientists toreferto distinctionsdrawnfrom physical
appearance(skincolor,eyeshape,physiognomy), andethnicity is usedto refer
to distinctions basedon nationalorigin, language,religion, food, and other
cultural markers.Racehasa quasi-biological status(Zuckerman1990),and
amongpsychologists, theuse of race terminologyis hotlydebated (Betancourt
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& Lopez1993,Yee et al 1993). In the United States,raceis alsoa socially
defined, politically oppressivecategorizationschemethat individuals must
negotiatewhile creatingtheir identities (Helms 1994). National perception,
however incorrect, is that  four distinguishableracial  groupsexist: Asian,
black, white, and Native American;Latino is often treatedas a fifth racial
group,althoughit exhibitsall “racial” characteristicsof theotherfour (Helms
1994).The racial andethnic identity termsareoften usedinappropriatelyin
psychology.While black immigrantsto the United Statesmay havea racial
identity as black, their ethnic identity reflectstheir country of origin; racial
identity is muchmorelikely to beproblematic in theUnitedStatesthanethnic
identity.Whether a researcherassessesracial identity,ethnicidentity, or some
combination may only be clear after readingthe Methodssectionof their
report. The identity studiesI referencehereare thosein which researchers
assessparticipants’ subjectiveperceptionsor internalrepresentationsof their
racialor ethnicgroups;I excludestudiesthatuseracial or ethnicgroupmerely
as a nominalclassificationscheme.

In the developmental literature,someconceptualclarity existsabouthow
racialandethnicidentitiesaremeasuredin childrenandhow thedatamaybe
interpreted(Aboud 1987, Katz 1987, Spencer& Markstrom-Adams1990).
Two lines of work standout asparticularlyscholarly.First, Will iam Cross’s
book Shadesof Black: Diversity in African-AmericanIdentity (l991) summa-
rizesthe resultsof 181 empiricalstudieson black identity. Of the 45 studies
(mostbased onchildren) thatassessbothreferencegroup orientation (e.g. race
awareness,raceesteem,raceideology)andpersonalidentity self-concept(e.g.
self-esteem,self-worth,self-confidence),37 foundnorelationbetweenthetwo
constructs.Furthermore,the referencegroup orientation studiessuggestthat
whereasblackchildren’s preferenceshavechangedfrom white (l939–l960)to
black (1968–1980), they actually exhibit a bicultural appreciationpattern
(Cross1991). Second,Martha Bernal, GeorgeKnight, and their colleagues
(Bernaletal l990) creativelybut systematically measuredthe multiple compo-
nents ofethnic identity (ethnic self-identification,ethnic constancy, ethnicrole
behaviors,ethnicknowledge,andethnicpreferences)amongMexican-Ameri-
canchildren.In contrastwith previousresearch,theyassessself-identification
by meansof many measures,and their measuresintercorrelate.Children’s
performanceon eachethnic identitycomponent is positively related to ageand
to the use of Spanishin the home.Other studieslink family socialization
practices(teachingaboutMexicanculture,teachingaboutethnicpride,having
Mexican objects in thehome) to the child’s developmentof aMexican-Ameri-
can identity; this identity predictsthe child’s display of a cooperativeand
culturally specificbehavioralstyle (Knight et al 1993a,b).Thechild develop-
mentliteratureis now characterizedby aninsistencethat theracialandethnic
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identitiesof nonwhitechildrenbeunderstoodin theirownterms.Within-group
differencesare particularly important; when measured,white children’s re-
sponsesareno longertreatedasthe standardfrom which responsesof others
deviate.

With respect to adolescents andadults,JeanPhinney reviewed70empirical
articlesin the literaturefrom l972 to l989 in a PsychologicalBulletin paper
(l990; seealsoSpencer& Markstrom-Adams 1990).Phinneynotedtheincon-
sistentuseof the ethnic identity term: Someauthorsmeanself-identification
(self-definition,self-labeling), othersemphasizeattitudesandfeelings(group
belonging, commitment, and pride), and yet others stresscultural aspects
(knowledgeof ethniclanguage,behavior,andvalues;involvementwith group
membersand practices).Results from the 70 studiesare inconsistentwith
respectto relationsamongethnic identity componentsand whetherethnic
identity relatesto self-esteemandadjustment.Phinneyconcludedthatthemost
pressingissuesare the lack of reliableandvalid measuresof ethnic identity
(especiallythosethat can be usedfor all ethnic groups),experimentaland
longitudinal studies(mostaredescriptiveor correlational),accuratemeasure-
ment of ethnic heritage,and inclusion of contextualvariables(particularly
socioeconomicstatus).These issuesremaincurrent concerns.

Threetheoreticalframeworksdominatetheadolescentandadult literature:
identity development(Erikson1968),social identity theory(Tajfel & Turner
1979),andacculturationtheory(Park1928,Stonequist1937).Within identity
development,themostrichly textured,influential descriptionof racialidentity
continuesto be Cross’s (l971) black identity model (l991; seealso Helms
1990, l994; Parham1989), which was createdto explain particular identity
changesamongAfrican Americanswithin the Black SocialMovementfrom
1968to l975. Modelsexist for Asian Americans(Kim 1981),Latinos(Keefe
& Padilla 1987),Europeanor white ethnic groups(Helms 1990,Ponterotto
1988),biracialpeople(Poston1990),andethnicminorities in general(Atkin-
sonet al 1989,Phinney1989).Individualsusuallybeginwith anunexamined
racialor ethnicidentity (this identity may be devalued,denied,or simply not
salient).The individual is then challengedby experiencesthat makeraceor
ethnicitypersonallyproblematic. To resolvetheconflict, the individualsiniti -
ateanexplorationof their racialor ethnicidentity, immersingthemselvesin a
culture specificto their raceor ethnicity.This searchleadsindividuals to value
their racial,ethnic,or minority groupmembershipandintegrateit with other
identities (e.g. ethnicity may becomethe most important identity or one of
severalsalientidentities).Theorysuggeststhatthis developmentalcyclereoc-
cursduring the lifespan (Parham1989),and“stages”maybebetterunderstood
as egostatusesthat, oncedifferentiated,areworld views for handlingracial
andethnic information (Helms1994).Critiquesexist: Somemodelsreflect a
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particularsociohistorical framework,treatindividualsaspassivelyreactingto
environmentalevents,or assumeEurocentricity;othermodelsarenot system-
atically developedor empirically tested(Sue1994).Only onemodelaccounts
for multiple groupmemberships(Myerset al 1991).

Researchwithin this identity developmenttheoryhastwo dominantlines.
First, empirical work basedon Cross’s black identity model suggeststhat
nigrescence(i.e.  the  process  ofbecomingblack) changes  referencegroup
orientation variables(e.g. racial self-image,attitudestoward other  blacks,
typesof organizationalmemberships, andracial frames of reference)from low
to high salience,apolitical to political, andEurocentricto Afrocentric (Cross
1991,Crosset al 1996).Unfortunately,researchersalsocontinueto correlate
referencegroup orientation(racial identity attitudes)with “personalidentity
self concept”(self-esteem,well-being,and adjustment), documenting negative
to positive shifts (Carter1991,Munford 1994,Pyant& Yanico 1991; for an
explanation,seeCross1991).Otherempiricalwork reflectsnarrowly focused
dependentvariablesof interest primarily to  counselingpsychologists (e.g.
attitudestowardcounseling,preferencefor counselor’s race).Suggestionsdo
exist for expandingthe focus,method,andmeasurementof this researcharea
(Helms 1989,Ponterotto1989,Ponterotto& Wise 1987).Examplesinclude
white racial identity development(Roweet al 1994)andtherelationbetween
family ethnic socializationand children’s racial identity attitudes(Sanders
1994).

Thesecond bodyof researchis basedon Phinney’s model ofethnic identity
development,which purportsto captureidentity developmentfor all ethnic
groups(l989). Her 14-itemMultigroup Ethnic Identity questionnaireassesses
threecommoncomponentsof ethnic identity: positiveethnicattitudesanda
senseof belonging, ethnic identity achievement,and ethnic behaviorsand
practices(Phinney1992).Phinney’s inclusion of adolescentsis noteworthy.
Her datasuggestthatblacks,Hispanics,andAsianAmericansperceiveethnic
identity asmoreimportantthanwhitesdo (Phinney1989,Phinney& Alipuria
1990;seealsoCrockeret al 1994).Cross-sectionalandlongitudinal interview
andquestionnairestudies supportadevelopmentalprogression(Phinney1989,
l992;  Phinney  &  Chavira1992;  Phinney  &  Tarver1988).  Ethnicidentity
achievementis associatedwith self-esteemandadjustment.However,therole
of self-esteemas an outcomeor precursorvariableand its relation to other
ethnic identity componentsremainsunclear(Phinney1989,l991; Phinney&
Alipuria 1990;Phinney& Chavira1992).

With respectto socialidentity theory,identity studiesthatassessindividu-
als’ groupperceptionsaresparse(particularlythosewith Americanracialand
ethnic groups),but severalare exemplary.Taking a sociohistorical perspec-
tive, Hurtadoet al (l994) showedthat Chicanos(secondor later generation)
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havea moredifferentiatedidentity structurethanMexicanos(first generation
immigrants). The identity contentfor Chicanosreflects acultural adaptationto
the United States;contentfor Mexicanosreflectsa homewardfocusor Latin
Americanconsciousness.Retainmentof MexicancultureamongChicanosis
positively relatedto a Razapolitical identity andnegativelyassociatedwith a
US middle-classidentity; cultural retainmentamongMexicanosis only pre-
dictedby a working-classidentity. Thepapermakesmultiple points:Ethnicity
as a social identity is multidimensional;social histories influence identity
structureandcontent;andthesecomplexitiesneedto beincludedin empirical
work. The method of measuring identity structure andthe lack ofconcernwith
self-esteem variablesareadmirable.Usinga longitudinal design(muchneeded
in this literature),Ethier & Deaux (l994) examinedhow Hispanic students
maintain their ethnic group identification during their first year  at  Anglo
universities. Students’ ethnic identities are initially associated with the
strengthof their cultural background;over time that link weakens,and stu-
dentssupportor “remoor” their ethnicidentity with culturally relevantactivi-
tiesat school.Studentsfrom strongculturalbackgroundsbecomeinvolved in
activities that strengthentheir ethnic group identification; studentswithout
suchbackgroundsperceivecollegeas more threatening,which thenpredicts
lessfavorableethnicgroupperceptionsand,ultimately, lowergroupidentifica-
tion. In sum,ethnicidentity is supportedby environmentalstructures(cultural
background);its fluidity is visible acrosschangingcontexts(hometo school);
andidentity negotiation takesmultiple forms(varyingwith the importanceof
the identity to the individual).

Within the acculturationtheory literature,two identity modelsexist. The
linear modelsuggeststhat as individualsstrengthentheir identity in the new
culture,theyweakentheir identity in theoriginal culture(themelting pot).The
two-dimensional modelsuggeststhat the individual’s ties to the original cul-
tureandto thenewcultureareindependentdimensions(thesaladbowl). One
optionhereis tohave strongtiesto bothcultures,and suchbiculturalismis the
currentzeitgeist(Ramirez1984,Szapocznik& Kurtines1980).Components
of biculturalcompetenceare proposed(LaFromboiseet al 1993),andby using
identity andbehaviorasseparatedimensions, variousbicultural stylescanbe
described(Birman1994).Someresearchasksparticipantsto choosereference
grouplabels(e.g.ethnicallyidentified, bicultural,mainstreamidentified) and
then finds logical relationsbetweenlabel choiceand acculturationattitudes
(Rotheram-Borus1990).Otherwork asksparticipantsto completeaccultura-
tion measuresin which identity and ethnic pride constitute one component.
Somestudiesshowthat ethnic identity andpride remainhigh acrossgenera-
tions, whereasethnic knowledgeand cultural practicesdecrease(Keefe &
Padilla1987).Othersshowthat acculturationis associatedwith positiveatti-

IDENTITIES 149

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. P

sy
ch

ol
. 1

99
7.

48
:1

39
-1

62
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

M
ic

hi
ga

n 
St

at
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

n 
01

/2
2/

15
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



tudestowardmentalhealthservices(Atkinson& Gim 1989).Empiricalwork
lags behindtheory.

In sum,racial andethnic identitiesarefluid andmultidimensional(Nagel
1994,Padilla1993).Similarities emergein how theseidentities “work,” but
their structureand contentdiffer for each group asdo their behavioral implica-
tions(Hurtadoetal 1994,Jones1994,Keefe 1992).New methodsfor measur-
ing theseidentitiesexist (Apollon & Waters1990,Deaux1993,Hurtadoet al
1994, Luhtanen& Crocker 1992, Phinney1989), and researchersmust be
sensitiveto assessmentissues(Okazaki& Sue1995).More researchis needed
with respectto Asian  Americans,Native Americans,and those of  mixed
heritages;longitudinal research designsare essential.

SEXUAL IDENTITIES

In thenineteenthcentury,the ideaappearedthathomosexualbehaviormadea
particularkind of person;homosexuality, in essence,definedan individual’s
identity, and this identity was labeledas a sickness(D’Emili o & Freedman
1988,Faderman1981, Foucault1979).Today,political movementsoffer alter-
nativesto this rigid, negative construct.Thegay rights movement,the feminist
movement,and the bisexualmovementsupportmany identities: oppressed
minority member,gay rights activist, woman-identified-woman,gay commu-
nity member,bisexualfeminist, etc(D’Emilio 1983,Herdt1989,Radicalesbi-
ans1973,Weise1992).This historicalbackgroundsuggeststhatsexualiden-
tity is fluid (Garnets& Kimmel 1993)and is createdby individuals (Brown
1989), communities (Bayer 1987, Krieger 1983), and sociohistorical events
(D’Emilio 1983,Golden1994).

The mostaffirmative descriptions of gay identity aredevelopmental stage
models(Cass1979, l984; Chapman& Brannock1987; Troiden 1989; for a
review of biological and psychodynamic models,seeBrown 1995). Twomod-
els are theoreticallygrounded,empirically tested,and reasonablydetailed.
First, working within interpersonalcongruencytheory,Vivenne Cass(l979,
l984) proposedsix progressivestagesof positive gay identity development:
identity confusion, identity  comparison,  identity  tolerance,identity accep-
tance,identity pride, and identity synthesis. Cass(l984) createda self-report
questionnaireto measurethe characteristicemotions,cognitions,andbehav-
iors of both men and women for eachstage.Discriminant analysisdistin-
guishesamong her  six hypothesized  groups,and profile  analyses  provide
validity for the questionnaire.Working with Cass’s model, Brady & Busse
(l994) createdthe Gay Identity Questionnaireto measurethe six stagesmore
easily. Their resultssuggesta sharpdistinction in psychological well-being
betweensubjectsin the identity tolerancestage  andthose in the  identity
acceptance,pride, and synthesisstages.The identity acceptancegroup was
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also  less  likely  to  have  “come  out”  than  theidentity pride and synthesis
groups.With the caveatthatwomensubjectswerenot included,theseresults
areconsistent withCass’s model(l979, l984).

In thesecondmodel,working within symbolicinteractionisttheory,Rich-
ardTroiden(l989) synthesizedvariousidentity models(including Cass’s) into
four stages:sensitization,identityconfusion,identity assumption, andcommit-
ment.Sensitization(“generalizedfeelingsof marginality and perceptionsof
being different from same-sexpeers”) occursbefore adolescence(Troiden
1989,p. 50).Identityconfusionoccursin adolescencewhenindividualsrealize
that  their  feelings,  thoughts,  andbehaviors  might be labeledhomosexual.
Identityassumptionmeansthattheindividual believesthatheor sheis gayand
beginsto presentthe self as gay. Finally, commitmentmeansthe individual
hasacceptedbeinggayasawayof life andis happywith thatidentityandrole.
Empirical support for this model comesfrom comparisonsbetweenhomo-
sexualsand heterosexuals(Bell et al 1981). For example,with respectto
sensitization, 72% of homosexualmalesand 72% of lesbianssaid they felt
“very much  orsomewhat”  differentfrom same-sexpeersin gradeschool
comparedwith only 39% of heterosexualmalesand 54% of heterosexual
females(Bell et al1981).Similarly, with respect toidentity confusion,empiri-
caldatasuggestthatgaymenandwomenare more likelythan theirheterosex-
ual peersto experienceboth heterosexualandhomosexualarousal(Bell et al
1981).Othersupportfor themodelcomesfrom themodalagesfor “milestone
events”(Garnets& Kimmel 1993).Gay men and lesbiansappearto require
severalyearsto movefrom same-genderfeelings(identity confusion)to gay
self-identification (identity assumption) to positivegayidentity (commitment).

Thestagemodelscanbecritiqued.First,mostmodelsare atheoretical;they
describeideal typesaveragedfrom the narrativesof gay men, lesbians,and
bisexualpeople.Gay affirmative researchneededsuchdescriptions because
theheterosexistbiasin psychology iswell documented (Morin1977,Morin &
Rothblum 1991).Now that the descriptionsexist, the work canbe integrated
into mainstreampersonality,self, andidentity theory(Coyle1992,Gonsiorek
& Rudolph 1990).Second,mostmodelsmakequestionable assumptions:Peo-
ple progresslinearly throughstages(Rust1993, Sophie 1985/l986),people are
discovering their true selves (Chapman & Brannock 1987, Kitzinger &
Wilki nson1995),or peopleshouldself-discloseto ever-wideningaudiences
(Cain1991).Themodelsmaydescribeonerouteto positivegay identity (e.g.
that of a gay male activist), but they neitherdescribeall routes(Faderman
1984)nor capturethe fluidi ty of sexualidentity (Golden1987).Third, most
modelsare basedon gay male respondents.Sexualidentity developmentin
womenis different(Brown 1995, Gonsiorek1995, Risman& Schwartz1988):
Womenself-identifyasgayor bisexuallaterthanmendo (Garnets& Kimmel
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1993),womenmoreoften self-identify in the contextof emotional-romantic
relationships(Sears1989),andwomenlessoftensubscribeto theessentialist
perspectiveaboutsexualorientation(Chapman& Brannock1987).Alternative
modelsfor womenare available(McCarn & Fassinger1996), but they are
often hiddenin unpublisheddoctoraldissertations.Fourth, the modelsfocus
on adolescence and early adulthood (Patterson 1995); they miss identity
changesthat occurlater in life (Kitzinger & Wilkinson 1995)and“repeating
spiral patterns”of identity development(Garnets& Kimmel 1993, p. 15).
Fifth, thesemodelsclassifypeopleasgay, lesbian,bisexual,or heterosexual
accordingto self-identification, and this proceduredoes not include some
people(Bem 1992). Relianceon self-identification also masksthe multiple
componentsof sexualorientation(Coleman1987,Klein et al 1985)andwith
concealablepopulationsmay producecontradictoryresultsbasedon partici-
pantselectionprocedures(e.g.self-identification vs sexualbehaviorvs com-
munity participation) (Rothblum 1994). Sixth, thesemodels are  basedon
cross-sectionalstudiesthat useretrospectiveself-reportdata.Suchdataover-
estimateconsistencies(within and acrossindividuals) and do not establish
causal connections;prospective,longitudinaldata are needed.

Takentogether,developmentalstagemodelsproposetestablelinks among
positivegay identity, personalvisibility, cultural stigma, gay community net-
works,andmentalhealth.Positivegay identity is thecritical construct,andit
is typically measuredby askingpeoplehow goodtheyfeel abouttheir homo-
sexualityandhow willin g theyareto changeit (Bell et al 1981).As expected,
having a positive gay identity is associatedwith better mental health (e.g.
McDonald1982,Miranda& Storms 1989,Schmitt &Kurdek1987,Walters&
Simoni1993).Thestagemodelsalsosuggestandempiricalresearchsupports
theview that increasedgaycommunity participation (Bell & Weinberg1978,
McDonald 1982), increased personal visibil ity or self-disclosure (Bell &
Weinberg1978,Bradford& Ryan1987,McDonald1982,Miranda& Storms
1989), and fewer cultural stigma experiences(Hetrick & Martin 1987) are
associatedwith having a positive gay identity. Someresearchalso suggests
that increasedcommunity participation(Harry & DeVall 1978,Kurdek1988),
increasedpersonalvisibility (Friend1980,Schmitt& Kurdek1987),andfewer
cultural stigma experiences(Ross 1990) are associatedwith better mental
health.Studiesoften havelimi ted samplesizesor restrictedageranges,most
report only frequencycountsor simple correlations,most do not assessthe
direct relation betweenvariableswhile controlling for the other aspectsof
daily gay life, andnonecalculatethe total effect of onevariableon another.
Gettinglargesamplesizes,measuringall aspectsof daily gay life, andusing
sophisticatedanalysesare critical for creatingviable, empirical modelsof
positivegayidentity (Frableetal 1996).
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The stagemodelsalso includea rich descriptionof strategiesthat people
useto negotiatethesocialcategoryschemeof sexuality. At theidentity confu-
sionstage,peoplemaydeny,repair,avoid,redefine,or accepttheir homosex-
ual behavior(Cass1979, Troiden 1989). At the identity assumption stage,
peoplemay evadesocial stigma by capitulation (avoiding homosexuality),
minstrelization(playingstereotypes),passing(concealinghomosexualstatus),
or groupalignment(immersionin thegaycommunity) (Troiden1989).At the
identity commitment stage,peoplemay managesocial stigma by covering,
blending, orconversion(Troiden1989).However,empiricalresearchassociat-
ing identity stageswith managementstrategiesis not substantial, the evalu-
ativeconnotationsimplicit in thediscussionof thesestrategiesis problematic,
the list of strategiesis incomplete,andalternativeconceptualizations of this
identitynegotiation processexist.For example,de Monteflores (l986) concep-
tualizes the issue asacceptance/rejectionof thedominantculture; sheproposes
that gay individuals manage differenceusing assimilation, confrontation, ghet-
toization, and specialization. Wood (l992) found that strategies vary with
an individual’ s work context; the choice of gay male professionals to coun-
terfeit a heterosexual identity, avoid sexual identity questions, or integrate
their gay identity in the work place is predicted by economic vulnerability,
role models, and workplace homophobia. How gay men, lesbians, and
bisexual people manage information  about  their  gay identity,  how  they
negotiate social interactions once their identity is known, and what the
precursors and consequences of various strategies are all need systematic
empirical attention. To distinguish the effects between sexual orientation
and cultural stigma, cohort differences should also be explored.

Many of the first critiquesof the stagemodelscited aboveare madeby
authors describing lesbian identity development (Faderman 1984, Sophie
1985/l986). Thesecondwaveof critiquescomesfrom thosedescribingbisex-
ual identity development (Fox 1995). In contrastwith the “in transition” or
“denial” stereotypes(Ochs1996),Cass(l990) suggestedthat bisexuality is a
viable sexualidentity with its own developmentalpathway.Empirical data
agree:Bisexuals self-identify later than lesbiansand gay men (Rust 1993,
Weinberget al 1994),bisexualshavelessstableidentity histories(Rust1993,
Weinberget al 1994),andbisexuality is lesslikely thanhomosexuality to be
tied to preadultsexualfeelings(Bell etal 1981). Abisexual identity is increas-
ingly visible andcarriessocialacknowledgmentand community support(Gar-
ber 1995, Hutchins & Kaahumananu 1991); it challenges the premise that sexual
feelingsandbehaviorsrevolvearoundthe dimension of genderof partner.A
third wave of critiques comesfrom the experiencesof African Americans
(Loiacano1989),AsianAmericans(Chan1995),NativeAmericans(Willi ams
1986), and Latino Americans(Espin 1995). Investigatorsquestion whether
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Westernmodelsof sexualidentity areapplicableto membersof non-Western
cultures(Greene1994),and alternativemodelsareproposed(Morales1989).

Throughout the sexual identities literature, sexual identity is a political
statementandnot just information aboutself-perception.“Homosexualiden-
tity” evolved into “gay and lesbianidentity,” creatinggroup cohesionand
identity politics (Phelan1993,Sampson1993).Sexualidentity theoryis now
on thecuttingedgeof understandingthe intersectionof identity, sociohistori-
cal forces, culturaldiversity,and individual lives.

CLASSIDENTITIES

Psychologistsuseclasstwo ways:to describe researchparticipants (often with
theubiquitousphrase“most subjectswerewhite andmiddleclass”)andasan
independentvariable(to control uninterestingvariationor to showthat class
doesnot interact with “more important” constructs).With few exceptions,
classasa meaningfulidentity is simply absentfrom the psychological litera-
ture.

Among theexceptions,classidentity oftenbecomessalientwhenthe indi-
vidual movesfrom onecontextto another.Studentsfrom working-classback-
groundsnegotiatetheir marginalstatusat elite academicinstitutions(Stewart
&  Ostrove  1993).  Downwardly  mobile divorced women  mustreconcilea
lower-classeconomicreality with their pastmiddle-classlives (Grella1990).
Second-andthird-generationimmigrantsaremorelikely thantheir first-gen-
erationpeersto haveclassidentitiesreflectingUS cultural conceptions(Hur-
tado et al 1994). Poor womenwho cleanwealthy women’s housesdon the
masksof deferenceastheycrossneighborhoods (Collins 1991).Theseworks
focuson handlingstigma, reconcilingcontradictions, andresisting, capitulat-
ing, or accommodating toclass-based norms.

Quantitative reports are rare. Hurtado et al (l994) found that Chicanos
(secondandthird generation)havemoreclassidentities(reflectingtheir dual
US andMexicanheritages)thanMexicanos(first generation).Stewart& Os-
trove (l993) found that womenfrom working-classbackgroundswho gradu-
atedfrom Radcliffein l964 werelesslikely thantheir middle-andupper-class
classmatesto behomemakersandhavechildren inl979; thesewomen’s narra-
tives indicate that their classidentities allowed them to resist middle-class
norms.

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES—SEEING PEOPLE AS WHOLE

This chapterreflectsthecurrentidentity literaturein psychology with respect
to gender,race,ethnicity, sexuality,and class.Researchfocuseson the per-
sonalmeaningsof thesesocial categoriesone at a time. This practicefrag-
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mentstheliteratureandsystematically excludesparticularpopulations.Gender
identity researchexcludesracial andethnicminoritiesandthosewho arenot
middle  class.Racial and ethnic identity researchoften avoids genderand
sexuality.Sexualidentity researchfocuseson white middle-classgaymenand
lesbians.Classidentity researchattendsto the wealthy(usuallywhite) or the
poor(usuallywomenandethnicminorities).Critiquesof thesepracticesexist,
but evenwhen new researchwith previouslyexcludedsocialgroupscontra-
dicts traditional theory, it rarely leadsto new theoreticalconceptions.Even
more unusualis the actual testing of any new theoreticalconceptionsthat
reflect dual ormultiple socialgroup memberships.

Currently, longitudinal researchis rare; suchdesignsare essentialto test
developmentaltheories,to follow identity paths,andto demonstratefluidity.
In addition, self-esteem,adjustment, and other well-being indicesare over-
workeddependentvariables;identity hasotherfunctionsneedingexploration.
Innovativemethodsfor assessingthecontentandstructureof people’s identi-
ties now exist; they were designedor can be adaptedto assessthe many
personallymeaningfulsocialcategorieson which peoplebasetheir identities.
The empirical work that standsout in this literatureacknowledgesthat the
personalmeaningsof socialgroupmembershipschangeover time, andthese
meaningsarebestunderstoodin the contextof sociohistorical events.Work
that is producedwithout taking this contextinto accountcanbe nonsensical,
trite, or harmful;suchwork usuallyappliesasnormativea white,middle-class
standard.

A powerful visionof what empiricalwork on identity couldlook like exists
in the narrativewritings of feminists, particularly thosewho are womenof
color (Collins 1991,Comas-Diaz& Greene1994,Heath& McLaughlin1993,
Hurtado 1989, King 1988, MacPherson  &Fine  1995,Reid 1994).  These
accountscaptureexcludedgroups,excludeddimensions, and excludedrela-
tionships.Theyattendto sociohistorical contexts,family niches,andon-going
milieus. They seeidentity as a continuously re-created,personalizedsocial
constructionthat includesmultiple socialcategoriesandthatfunctionsto keep
people whole.

Thesenarrativesarefocused,detailed,andindividualized;theycomefrom
peopletraditionally labeledas“Other” on multiple dimensions.Thus,theyare
first-hand accountsof how the important social categorysystemsactually
work together.Integratingthe insightsof thesenarrativesinto carefully de-
signedempiricalstudiesmay leadto an identity literaturethat seespeopleas
whole.
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